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Irena Sendler and the Children of the Warsaw Ghetto
By Susan Goldman Rubin
Illustrated by Bill Farnsworth
Holiday House, 2011
DESCRIPTION:

When the German army crossed the border into Poland in 1939, the country
suffered heavy bombing. As a Catholic social worker, Irena worked to aid the
wounded and provide food to the refugees who were streaming into Warsaw.
As the Germans took control, they began to put restrictions on the Polish Jews
forcing them into a ghetto. Appalled at the conditions there, Irena became part of
a resistance movement working to rescue the children by secreting them out and
placing them with sympathetic families. To maintain their safety the children
were given forged papers with new identities. Irena used many inventive ways
to smuggle the children to safety, hiding them under the floorboards on an
ambulance or tucking them in potato sacks or toolboxes. In case they were ever
questioned, the children were taught Roman Catholic prayers to recite and some
had to be taught to speak Polish instead of Yiddish. Over and over Irena put her
own life in danger in order to save the lives of others. She kept careful records of
the children and buried them in a safe place in the hopes that families could be
reunited after the war. Together with the Council for Aid to Jews, she was able
to rescue around 2,500 Jewish children. Eventually Irena was caught, but was
helped to escape. She lived in safe houses until the end of the war in 1945.
Irena’s story became public in 1989 after Poland became a democratic republic.
CRITIQUE:

Although the author is successful in presenting this story of courage and
selflessness in a way that children ages 10-12 can easily understand, it would be
a good title to read as a family, or as a class in order to answer questions about
the time period that might be raised in young readers’ minds. Included in the
narrative are heartwarming and inspiring accounts from some of the children
who were rescued. The illustrations by Bill Farnsworth are wonderfully effective
in conveying the darkness and despair of the ghetto as well as the light and hope
brought to the children by Sendler and the Council for Aid to Jews. A page of
resources at the back gives the titles of books, articles, and videos providing
further information on this subject. There is also an index. Two other
collaborations by Rubin and Farnsworth for this age level are The Anne Frank
Case and The Flag with Fifty-six Stars.
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